Perceptions of corporate social responsibility (CSR) for prominent food retailers (Walmart, Costco, Kroger, Target, Trader Joe's, Whole Foods, and Amazon.com) were analyzed through best-worst scaling methodology, which resulted in a relative ranking of perceived CSR for each retailer. Seemingly unrelated regression was used to investigate determinants of CSR rankings by the sample of 299 US residents. Of the retailers included in this analysis, Whole Foods was perceived to be the most socially responsible (37%), followed by Trader Joe's (16%). Respondent characteristics, including gender, children in household, knowledge of retail food business practices, and familiarity with particular food retailers were determinants of the relative CSR rankings. Understanding relationships between demographics and perceptions of food retailers contributes to understanding consumer preferences and demands, which may inform firm decisions.
Introduction
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) appeared in 1950 defined as philanthropic actions conducted by businesses to meet societal values. This definition continued to evolve with the purely philanthropic nature of CSR campaigns called into question (Hack et al., 2014) . Today CSR includes orchestrated campaigns that individual businesses use to build relationships with customers and stakeholders (Hack et al., 2014) . Retailers may pursue CSR programs or strategies in order to enhance their brand image (Ganesan et al., 2009) . Initiatives in CSR are part of core business activities throughout the food sector, particularly for firms that have high-value consumer brand associations (Dlott et al., 2006) .
Customer reception of CSR initiatives is critical. Even the responses to CSR initiatives by non-customers (i.e. the public) may be of interest to corporations. Perceptions in the marketplace develop as both customers and non-customers express their opinions to their social circles. CSR that does not align with customer values may turn potential customers away. Younger shoppers are more sensitive to the opinions of those close to them in regards to their shopping behavior, including where they shop (Kinley et al., 2010) . While CSR has received attention from researchers, especially in non-food industries, little is known about how demographic variables and attitudinal factors about CSR may be reflected in shopping behavior and public perceptions of US food retailers. Understanding perceptions of CSR for major food retailers is important to retailers who invest in initiatives to improve CSR perceptions and members of the larger retailing sector who seek to understand how consumer attitudes shape purchasing decisions. For example, Assiouras et al. (2013) found that the level of CSR perceived by consumers impacted food industry ability to recover from product harm crises.
Views on CSR activities at their most fundamental level have been long been debated. In the neoclassical view of the firm (i.e. Friedman (1970) ), the firm's only social responsibility is to remain within the legal frameworks in place while increasing profits. In contrast, Bolton and Mattila (2015) state that in order to be effective, CSR programs must be perceived as being society-serving rather than self-serving. According to Hartmann (2011) , CSR can be considered the provision of a good with at least some public good characteristic or a positive externality. Similarly, CSR could include aspects of reduction of a negative externality. While the impacts of perceptions of CSR remain a point of contention, Hartmann (2011) concludes that responsible firm conduct can influence customer loyalty, product consideration, company consideration and evaluation, and even willingness to pay.
Beyond more traditional media such as print and TV, CSR campaigns for food businesses are also critiqued by bloggers and social media (Lee, 2013) . Lee et al. (2013) found that CSR campaigns had a more positive impact if the promotion fit in with the core business. However, the impact of blog 'buzz' can also create negative sentiment surrounding CSR. Food retailers are the first and often only aspect that consumers see and interact with directly. Thus, food retailers are often at the forefront of public perceptions and may at times be held responsible for the social practices of the entire farm, agribusiness, and retail food system. Some companies are proactive with CSR initiatives, such as community involvement or environmental protection, while others are reactive, waiting until governmental regulations and societal pressures force changes, and still others are inactive. Across all types of retailers, food retailers communicate the highest volume of CSR messages and tend to emphasize social and environmental programs in these discussions (Lee et al., 2009) .
Large food corporations face a complex challenge of addressing consumer demand for production, processing, and procurement practices while not maintaining direct control over product suppliers. A shortcoming of the US food industry is its complex supply chains that may limit ability to address a myriad of consumer concerns through CSR activities at the processing and production levels (Maloni and Brown, 2006) . Although food retailers generally demonstrate concern for CSR, little research in the US has examined how these efforts impact attitudes of consumers, perceptions of food retailers, and shopping behavior. The objectives of this work were to explore consumer perceptions of food retailer CSR by: (1) considering how US residents rank the CSR practices of prominent food retailers, and; (2) examining how attitudes and shopping behaviors may relate to those rankings.
Materials and methods
An online survey was utilized to collect data from US residents from March 31 st to April 4 th , 2016. In addition to demographics including shopping behavior, a total of 299 participants completed the best-worst experiment indicating preferences for 'most' and 'least' socially responsible food retailers. The survey was conducted using Qualtrics™ and a link to the survey was distributed through LightSpeed GMI™, an online opt-in panel provider, to a sample of individuals targeted to be representative of the US population according to gender, age (for adults), household income, and geographic region of residence. Respondents were required to be at least 18 years old to participate. Respondents were asked to report general household demographics, including numbers of adults and children in the household, and food expenditures.
Respondents were also asked to report their knowledge of food retailing and CSR perceptions of food retailers. Food retailers examined included (in no particular order) Walmart, Costco, Kroger, Target, Trader Joe's, Whole Foods, and Amazon.com. These seven retailers were selected to represent prominent nationally recognizable food retailers. Participants were asked about their perceptions of retailer CSR in eight areas as defined by Maloni and Brown (2006) . These included (in no particular order) procurement, labor, animal welfare, health and safety, fair trade, biotechnology, environment, and community. Specifically, respondents were asked the following question: 'for each area of social responsibility, select the store you believe is the most socially responsible', from which selections were made for the most socially responsible food retailer in each of the eight areas of CSR.
Best-worst scaling methodology
The best-worst scaling (BWS) methodology used in this study presented seven choice tasks or choice scenarios to participants in which they were asked to choose their most and least preferred options, forcing tradeoffs between food retailers. This method, originating in random utility theory, was developed by Jordan Louviere in the late 1980's and extends Thurstone's method of paired comparison (Erdem et al., 2012) . The type of BWS used in this study is also called maximum-difference scaling (Flynn, 2010) , because the resulting choices made by participants reflects the maximum difference between their most and least preferred options (Louviere, 1993) .
Previous studies have used BWS to evaluate consumer preferences for food attributes including production and responsibility. For example, Lusk and Briggeman (2009) used BWS to force respondent tradeoffs for 'most important' and 'least important' food values, finding that food safety was the most important value. Erdem et al. (2012) studied consumer and farmer perceptions of relative responsibility of food safety through BWS choice scenarios with respondents tasked to choose the 'most responsible' and 'least responsible' stage of the food supply chain. This analysis focuses on US resident perceptions of social responsibility of food retailers by asking respondents to choose the 'most socially responsible' and the 'least socially responsible' food retailers within presented BWS choice scenarios.
Each of the seven unique choice tasks contained a subset of four food retailers, from which respondents indicated two choices, their selection for the 'most' and 'least' socially responsible food retailers. This BWS experimental design allowed respondents to choose any given food retailer up to four times. Respondent choices represent perceived corporate social responsibility amongst food retailers along a continuum of underlying importance (Lusk and Briggeman, 2009) . Following Lusk and Briggeman's (2009) study, λ j represents the location of food retailer j on the preference scale of social responsibility and ε ij is the random error term. Thus, the unobservable level of social responsibility I ij for respondents i is denoted:
The probability that consumer i chooses j as the most socially responsible retailer and k as the least socially responsible retailer is the probability that the difference between I ij and I ik is greater than all J(J-1)-1 potential differences available from the choice combinations. Under the assumption that the error term is independently and identically distributed, the multinomial logit (MNL) form (Lusk and Briggeman, 2009 ) characterizes the probability of choosing a most-least socially responsible combination: Prob (j is chosen best and k is chosen worst) =
( 1) In addition to the MNL model, which assumes homogeneous preferences among individuals, the random parameters logit (RPL) model was estimated because it allows for heterogeneity among individuals (Lusk and Briggeman, 2009) . Maximum likelihood estimation was used to estimate λ j, , which represents the importance or perceived social responsibility relative to some option that was normalized to 0 (zero) to prevent the dummy variable trap (Lusk and Briggeman, 2009 ). The coefficients from the MNL and RPL models are not directly interpretable, so preference shares for each food retailer was calculated as:
Shares of preference necessarily sum to one across all seven food retailers studied. In addition, individualspecific coefficients from the RPL model were used to calculate preference shares for each respondent (n=299), in order to further analyze the relationship between preference shares and demographics.
Seemingly unrelated regression analysis
In order to gain insight into determinants of respondent perceptions of CSR of food retailers, a seemingly unrelated regression analysis (SUR) was estimated in Stata/SE 13.1. The objective of the SUR was to identify statistically significant determinants of the size of individual preference shares for each of the food retailers. Specifically, SUR was used because this analysis allows for simultaneous estimation of the set of models (UCLA Statistical Consulting Group, 2015) . Past studies have employed SUR to attempt to understand significant determinants of the size of preference shares estimated through best-worst analyses (Cummins et al., 2016) , while others have employed correlations to explore preference shares in relation to other attributes of interest (de Magistris et al., 2011) .
The preference share for each food retailer was the dependent variable. The independent variables, which did not vary across models, were respondent demographic characteristics including gender, age, college education, status of children in the household, income, and self-reported knowledge of business practices in food retail. Independent variables that varied by model included shopping practices for each food retailer. Shopping practices were included in two ways: if the retailer was the respondent's self-declared regular supermarket and whether they shopped in each retailer either occasionally or regularly. The Wald test was employed with the null hypothesis that the coefficient estimate for an independent variable across the set of SUR equations was congruently equal to zero.
Results and discussion
Summary statistics of demographics for the sample, n=299, are displayed in Table 1 . In total 51% of respondents were female which matched the US census. Household incomes were collected in seven categories, but for the purposes of SUR analysis, income was aggregated into three categories, expressed in terms relative to one another: lower ($34,999 or less), medium ($35,000 to $99,999), and higher ($100,000 or greater). 34% of participants were of the low income, 45% medium income, and 21% high-income categories. The average respondent spent $145.04 per week on household food expenditures (for both in home and away from home). The reported weekly food expenditure was higher than findings by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) and a national-scale study by McKendree et al. (2013) who found an average weekly expenditure of $129.98 and $132.77, respectively.
Respondents were asked to indicate their highest level of education, and for the purposes of this study were divided into either 'no college degree' or 'college degree'. Of the respondents 58% had a college degree (Table 1 ). This sample was more educated than the general US population (US Census Bureau, 2016).
Demographics and retail shopping habits
In addition to sample demographics allowing comparisons to census targets, respondent's connections or experience with each of the seven food retailers studied were collected. The majority of respondents reported shopping at Walmart (78%), Amazon.com (77%) and Target (67%). The largest percentages, 45% and 40% respectively, claimed they regularly shop at Walmart and Amazon.com. A majority of respondents did not shop at the other food retailers studied. Claiming not to shop because a food retailer was not accessible was the most common response for Kroger (45%), Trader Joe's (38%) and Whole Foods (37%). With respect to Costco, 35% of respondents claim they do not shop there because they choose not to.
Significant effort has been placed on linking supermarket shopping behaviors with socioeconomic factors and food selection/buying decisions. Both socioeconomic status and food choices contribute to healthfulness of diets, making them of interest in broader literature focused on food shopping (Pechey and Monsivais, 2015) . The relationships between demographic factors, patronage or shopping activity at various food retailers (whether occasionally or regularly), and other pertinent demographics are shown in Table 2 . Results indicated that of respondents who indicated shopping at Costco, 60% were male. The only significant differences in shoppers across age brackets were found for Amazon.com. It is likely not surprising that those respondents who indicated shopping at Amazon.com were younger respondents with 37% in the 25 to 44 years of age category, which was a significantly higher proportion than respondents in the age category of 65+ years (13.9% of Amazon.com shoppers).
Nearly half of Costco and Target shoppers were in the medium income bracket. Both Costco and Target shoppers had statistically larger proportions of shoppers in the medium and high-income brackets than in the low-income bracket. For respondents who shopped at Trader Joe's and Whole Foods, a larger proportion of shoppers were in the high-income category than in the low-income category. Both Trader Joe's and Whole Foods rely on word of mouth to convey their brand image. When they do advertise, their campaigns include highly visible CSR information which may be more impactful due to the rarity of traditional advertising (Grewal et al., 2017) .
Connections between consumer attitudes about CSR and actual shopping behavior were considered by Smith (2003) , who stated that, despite consumer claims of being influenced by CSR, large variances exist in consumer buying practices as well as the perceived practices of sellers. In a study of ten large supermarkets in the United Kingdom, Jones et al. (2007) suggested that one of the reasons for this lack of connection may be poor integration of CSR efforts into food retailer marketing communications. Of the 100 US companies studied by Lee et al. (2009) , only 42 included company principals of CSR on their websites. Thus, while companies may be actively investing in CSR practices, they vary greatly in terms of the degree in which they communicate about those activities to their patrons. Despite these concerns, Wang (in press) found that CSR has a positive effect on corporate image and can result in price premiums and a higher purchase intention in customers. Hartmann (2011) argues that firms with a positive CSR record are better able to attract morally motivated employees and supply chain partners. Deselnicu et al. (2012) found that Walmart and Costco placed pressure on their suppliers to adhere to their CSR standards in order to mitigate negative publicity.
Respondent connections to each of the seven food retailers provided insights into the relationship between perceptions and shopping habits. 1 For example, 90% of respondents who believe Walmart is socially responsible likely shop there because of this perception. A more complex explanation involves cognitive 1 The aspect of familiarity and rankings is explored in depth in the seemingly unrelated regression analysis and is presented in Supplementary Table A1 . dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) , which would suggest that Walmart buyers shape their attitudes to justify their behavior rather than the converse. Nonetheless, one cannot accurately assess respondent retailer perceptions without quantifying their experiences with those retailers.
Explaining perceived corporate social responsibility of food retailers
US resident perceptions of food retailers examined using MNL and RPL models are displayed in Table 3 . Whole Foods, with a mean preference share of 36.7%, was perceived to be the most socially responsible food retailer relative to other food retailers. Trader Joe's with 15.9% mean preference share was perceived to be the second most socially responsible food retailer. Target (10.5%), Costco (9.9%), Amazon.com (9.7%), and Kroger (9.5%) were not different from one another with respect to respondent perceptions of their relative social responsibility.
Relationships existed between patronage of various retailers and demographic and household factors (see Table 2 ). Relationships between respondent demographics and perceived social responsibility of food retailers (sizes of preference shares) were explored through the use of SUR. The SUR model results, including coefficient estimates, R-squared, and chi-squared statistic information are displayed in Table 4 . The results show that each of the seven models was statistically significant at the 0.1% level. Results from the SUR reveal that being female, in the 25 to 44 years of age category, and having graduated from college were statistically significant negative determinants of the size of the preference share for Walmart. In contrast, having children in the household, self-reporting being knowledgeable of business practices in food retail, and indicating being a Walmart shopper were positive determinants of the size of preference share for Walmart. Similarly, being female had a negative impact on the preference share size, while having children, and reported regular shopping at Costco were positive determinants of the CSR preference share for Costco. Significant determinants for the size of preference share for Kroger with negative coefficient estimates were being female, being 25 to 44 years of age, and reporting household income in the high category. While having children in the household and self-reporting being knowledgeable of business practices in food retail had positive coefficient estimates and were statistically significant determinants for the size of preference share for Kroger.
With regard to the size of the preference share for Target, as indicated by the SUR results, being female, being 25 to 44 years of age, and having graduated from college had negative coefficient estimates and were statistically significant determinants. Having children in the household, self-reporting being knowledgeable of business practices in food retail, shopping (whether occasionally or regularly), and reporting regularly shopping at Target for groceries had a positive coefficient estimate and were statistically significant determinants of the size of preference share for Target.
Self-reporting being knowledgeable about business practices in food retail was a negative determinant of the relative perceived CSR of Trader Joe's, which is in contrast to the positive sign associated with self-reported knowledge for Walmart, Kroger, and Target. Reporting being female, 25 to 44 years of age, and having graduated from college all had positive coefficient estimates and were statistically significant determinants of the size of preference share for Whole Foods. Conversely, reporting having children in the household had a negative coefficient estimate and was a statistically significant determinant for the size of preference share for Whole Foods.
Few significant determinants were found for the size of preference share for Amazon.com. Being female had a negative coefficient, while indicating shopping at Amazon.com had a positive coefficient estimate. Given the novelty of Amazon.com relative to the other retailers studied, especially with regard to onlineonly presence and limited food or grocery offerings in much of the country at the time of this research, the lack of significant determinants was not entirely unexpected.
Following the regression analysis, a set of tests was completed to determine if each independent variable was statistically different from zero across all models. The null hypothesis was that the coefficient for an independent variable across the set of equations is concurrently equal to zero. Across these tests, three variables were significantly different from zero across all models: being female, having graduated from college, and reporting having children in the household. Explaining relative rankings of retailers using demographics of individuals and their households allows some insight into what factors may be of interest for individual retailers. Interestingly, gender was a statistically significant determinant of the size of the preference share for all seven food retailers studied and appears as a significant determinant of rankings in other studies. Gender has been found to be a significant determinant (in a SUR model) of preference shares for pork attributes, including animal welfare, price, food/pork safety, and taste in a study which evaluated seven pork attributes (Cummins et al., 2016) . Cummins et al. (2016) also identified age and income as significant determinants of many of the product attributes studied. While looking at preference for wine attributes, de Magistris et al. (2011) found significant correlations between preference shares and both gender and age (in addition to knowledge of the product and education). The inclusion of product knowledge in previous studies is roughly comparable to the inclusion of shopping experience in the present study. Indeed, having shopped at the retailer in question was a significant (and positive) determinant of the preference share for numerous retailers studied.
The most directly comparable studies to this analysis ranked top fast food restaurants and employed both national samples (Morgan et al., 2016a) and samples of college students (Morgan et al., 2016b) . While the sample consisting of only college students may offer limitations in its comparability to other samples, it is worth noting that gender and classification of upper versus lower classmen status were correlated with rankings of at least some of the 11 fast food restaurants studied (Morgan et al., 2016b) . In the more directly comparable national sample, Morgan et al. (2016a) found significant correlations between the size of preference shares for fast food restaurants, gender and knowledge of fast food practices. Furthermore, Morgan et al. (2016a) reported limited evidence for relationships between preference shares and age or income, and no evidence of relationships between preference shares and education (represented by college degree). Thus, while evidence exists of relationships between size of preference shares for food retailers and education, other studies looking at fast food restaurants do not find such evidence. It is possible that determinants of preference shares differ across time, across industry, across products, or that differences may arise due to the use of varying methods. Investigation using correlations versus SUR may explain some potential differences in findings (or the strength of such findings). However, given the potential for individual firms to employ findings about which demographics may be related to perceptions or ranking of their firm relative to competitors, additional study is warranted to ensure findings surrounding determinants of rankings are robust.
Conclusions and implications
Retailers across various industries and sectors are increasingly focused on social responsibility and factors beyond the basic function of providing goods and services in exchange for payment. The potential for CSR practices to create economic consequences for retailers, whether directly or indirectly, exists and is increasingly recognized. Food retailers are increasingly concerned about consumer perceptions, building and maintaining goodwill with key stakeholders, and managing social expectations.
The application of best-worst ranking methodology to prominent retailers for the purposes of ranking according to resident perception is a novel contribution of this research. Whole Foods was found to possess the largest mean share of preference for corporate social responsibly. While occurring after the data for this analysis was collected and analyzed, the acquisition of Whole Foods by Amazon.com is certainly deserving of further study in terms of the implications for consumers and the food retail space as a whole. Additional region-specific or locale-specific studies may be warranted before significant management changes are pursued by retailers.
This analysis also uncovered drivers of perceptions of CSR by prominent food retailers. Across the retailers studied, gender, familiarity with individual retailers, self-reported perceptions of food retailing knowledge, and the presence of children in the household were associated with relative ranking outcomes for food retailers. Given the scale of investment required for retailers to make changes in their CSR policies, food marketers must be able to convert CSR into advantageous shopping behaviors. This means directing messages to specific audiences that care about them most, without being seen as self-serving. Interestingly, while CSR might not play a role in determining whether or not a customer shops at a particular store, retailers may wish to further investigate relationships between being a customer and perceptions of corporate responsibility. In order to navigate the fine balance of targeted communication, retailers must understand not only how the perceptions of their stakeholders are formed, but also which demographic and household factors may be related to those views. Furthermore, retailers may wish to target patrons and non-patrons separately with regard to CSR communications as being a patron (or not) was found to contribute, at least in part, to the perception of CSR of individual retailers, whether based on experience of simply perception.
Supplementary material
Supplementary material can be found online at https://doi.org/10.22434/IFAMR2017.0057. Table A1 . Respondents' perceptions of the most responsible food retailer in each area of corporate social responsibility studied.
